Scoggins: Systematizing Mission
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Viewpoint
Systematizing Mission: Focusing on
Counting Down Rather Than
Counting Up
Recognizing Mission
Adventist pioneers, before they were called “Seventh-day Adventists,”
faced a crisis of faith and mission. Until October 22, 1844, their faith existed at an all-time high, and so did their mission. Although they were
unorganized, they were not disorganized. With their eyes clearly focused
on the impending Second Coming, they looked at their world, saw what
needed to be done, and did it, doing their best to reach everyone with their
message.
When their vision crashed down around them, shattered by the uneventful passing of October 22, many of these Adventists lost everything,
including their faith. The few that refused to give up their faith still felt
lost because their focus and mission had evaporated overnight, literally.
Now what? was their distraught question. That question pressed them
back to their Bibles where they eventually learned to understand Revelation 10 in a new light.
Their lives had been dedicated to understanding and teaching the end
of Daniel’s 2,300-day prophecy. But prior to October 22, 1844, how much
they understood about the connection between Daniel’s time prophecy
and Revelation 10 is for church historians to resolve. What seems clear,
though, is that after their disappointment these Adventists studied
Revelation 10 with new eyes. In it they may well have come to understand
that the Apostle John, by eating the scroll that was sweet in his mouth then
bitter in his stomach, had, in a way, acted out in miniature the experience
they had just passed through. Like John, they had tasted the sweetness of
the message in their mouths, which finally ended with profound bitterness
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when Jesus failed to return. If, in fact, they were correct about what they
were seeing in John’s experience of eating the little scroll, that must mean
that God had foreseen what had happened to them. That in itself must
have been extremely comforting. And if God had foreseen their situation,
he must have given them more than just comfort. He must still have a
plan.
It was then that Revelation 10:11 and 11:1–2 became a passage of great
interest to them. Considering that the Seventh-day Adventist Church
grew out of the disappointed Adventist movement, it seems that these
early Adventists recognized in the words, “You must prophesy again,”
that God was speaking directly to them. God was essentially saying, “You
were deeply disappointed. I saw it. I knew it was coming. Do not give up.
I am still planning to return soon, and I still have work for you to do.”
What were they supposed to preach now? Revelation 11:1-2 directed them
to a closer study of the sanctuary, where they eventually learned where
they had gone wrong. At the same time, they discovered the message they
were commanded to preach to the world: the gospel of Jesus Christ in its
end-time “three angels” context, as revealed in the sanctuary.
In short, the Seventh-day Adventist pioneers recognized their mission.
And they recognized that this was not a mission given to all of Christianity, but rather it was a personalized mission given by God specifically to
this group that had unsealed Daniel’s time prophecy. This recognition of
their mission galvanized these early Adventists to renewed fervor, expectation, and effort.

Organizing for Mission
Fueled by their new understanding, the movement grew slowly and
then more rapidly until it became obvious, despite their resistance to the
concept, that organization was necessary. If they continued to press forward unorganized, the mission would become increasingly disorganized.
To continue effectively they needed to organize for mission.
When they finally incorporated and chose a name, the organization operated loosely, relatively speaking. However, over time and by necessity,
the organization tightened, evolved, and strengthened.

Institutionalizing Mission
This organizational evolution was good and essential, but bore with
it unintended consequences. Organization requires that money be spent
on the institution. For instance, leaders recognized the need to pay pastors. Members recognized the need to provide printed resources, which
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required printing equipment and buildings and institutions of their own.
The organization needed churches, schools, hospitals, offices, and so on.
As a movement before organization, time and money had been an individual issue. Committed church members chose to give and spend their
personal time and money in missional ways, as is evident in the many
stories of sacrifice from those pioneer days. Indeed, the only way that the
mission went forward was if individuals contributed this way.
But when the church organized, practically overnight money and time
became an institutional issue. The individual burden for the success of
the mission was quickly handed over to the organization. In other words,
mission quickly became institutionalized. Why? Because it is natural. No
one suddenly decides that mission is finished and that the organization
should now become an end in itself. It is just that when people start working together and the group grows, the natural outcome of that growth
is institutionalization. And because an organization has a corporate conscience rather than an individual conscience, the inevitable result of transferring responsibility from an individual to an organization is that the
organization is prone to first liberally meet its own needs before willing
the leftover scraps to mission. Look at any local church budget for an illustration of this reality.

Departmentalizing Mission
Fortunately, the Seventh-day Adventist Church recognized this pitfall of growing institutionalization. Intent on avoiding the de-missionalization of the institutional church, in 1990 the Office of Global Mission
was formed. Wisely, church leaders understood that the church’s mission
should not be departmentalized; therefore, they chose not to make Global
Mission “just another department.” Global Mission was to be an organizing force within the Adventist Church to ensure that the church as a whole
remained mission-focused.
The idea was spot on, philosophically speaking. Practically speaking,
however, it has been another story. Institutionalization, like gravity, never ceases to drag down mission. And it is easy to fall into thinking that
mission is covered because someone else has been tasked with doing it.
And thus a church, for all practical purposes, ends up departmentalizing
mission, making it easy for individual members and even church departments to believe that they are contributing to the mission more than they
actually are.
Both individuals and church departments may protest that they are actually focused on mission more than they are focused on the institution
because no one is likely to intentionally defend institutionalization as a
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priority over mission. At least not in so many words. But what is said is
belied by what is done. For instance, institutional celebrations reveal the
way mission is unconsciously viewed. When celebrations revolve more
around new buildings and new institutions and baptizing large numbers
from already-reached people groups, and few celebrations mark the first
baptism from an entirely unreached people group, then institutionalization is being prioritized over mission.
Unfortunately, this situation is often unrecognized because of how
God’s mission in the world is unconsciously understood. When God’s
mission is understood as a mandate to build and grow the church, then
institutionalization is an ally of mission because counting up numbers of
members, buildings, resources, and assets is a reflection of missional success. But when God’s mission is understood as a mandate to reach the
unreached as quickly as possible, then institutionalization is actually an
enemy of mission because of the human tendency to build and maintain
the institution at the expense of reaching the remaining unreached people
groups.
Another way to illustrate the difference between operating in an institutional mindset versus a missional mindset is to note whether daily
operations revolve around a to-do list versus a map. If daily working life
operates on the basis of a regularized job description in list form, (e.g., run
services at 9:30 AM on Saturdays, marry and bury, run public meetings
once per year, visit shut-ins, submit statistical reports, etc.), then that part
of the church is no longer mission focused. It is institutionally focused
because a standardized list works well for maintaining an institution. It
does not work well for mission because what is required to reach the remaining unreached people groups around the world is too dynamic and
unconventional to be standardized. If regularized methods worked for
those groups, they would be reached by now.
On the other hand, if daily work life operates on the basis of a map
and strategic priorities, then something missional is happening. Of course,
church services will still occur, people will still be married and buried,
public meetings may still happen once per year, but the difference is that
the church is intentionally looking at who lives within its sphere of influence and is creating a strategy for reaching them.
Militarily, the armed forces in wartime are mission focused. All efforts
and money are concentrated on winning the war. Maps play a major role
for commanders. Scouts providing minute-by-minute critical updates play
a major role on the local battlefield. In that situation, no one is comfortably
doing the same thing day after day. At every level the burning question
is not, “What’s on my to-do list?” The burning question is, “What to do
to capture this next strategic priority?” Thought patterns are strategic and
dynamic, not static or comfortable.
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Systematizing Mission
The drift from mission focus toward institutional focus is disheartening, as it should be; but it is also a fact of life based on other facts of life. It
is a fact that mission is accomplished better with organization. It is also a
fact that organizational success tends toward institutionalization. It is also
a fact that it is easier, on an individual and departmental level, to make the
institution responsible for the mission. The question, in light of these facts,
is how does a growing institution preserve mission as its primary focus?
One of the aspects of war that keeps the military mission-focused is a
sense of urgency. Obviously Seventh-day Adventists, with our belief in
the soon coming of Jesus, should have an even greater sense of urgency.
But do we strongly feel the urgency that energized the early pioneers?
Many of us are relatively comfortable living here on earth. If somehow
we could be ejected from our complacency and into urgency, that would
go far in restoring our mission focus. In the meantime, we must deal with
our Laodicean reality. Therefore, systemizing mission may be the next best
option. Since an organization is unavoidably drawn toward institutionalization, it can, at least to some degree, harness the power of that pull. And
that is done by systematizing strategic thinking.
Considering the Adventist Church’s underlying great controversy
worldview, military language is apt. What if every institution was seen as
a strategic command center? What if communications between command
centers and commanders revolved around strategic opportunities? What
if meetings wrestled with what risks to take and resources to apply for
capturing the next strategic stronghold? What if hallway conversations
were dominated by brainstorming the next strategic move? What if every
boardroom and personal office, and home—not just of those tasked with
“mission” but every department director, every teacher, every pastor, every medical professional, indeed, every church member—contained maps
and lists of people groups that highlighted the next group on which to
focus? What if a single difficult but strategic baptism was celebrated to a
much greater degree than thousands of “easy” baptisms?
In order for such things to happen, a large institution must bend its efforts toward providing strategic information to its leaders. But generally
speaking, the church does not even possess such information in any way
that is freely accessible. Therefore, planning for informed strategic initiatives is nearly impossible for church leaders. The church could be so much
more effective in a strategic sense if it had a clearer picture of where it is
and where it is going.
What might systematizing strategic thinking look like? First and foremost, systematizing mission begins with studying territories and people
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groups to identify which groups are being missed and why. It means:
1. Studying and creating a strategy for breaking into each unreached
group and effectively discipling them, even if it requires working in
unconventional ways.
2. Evaluating whether current strategies are working and altering them
if not, as well as evaluating current programs and institutions for
their strategic significance and effectiveness.
3. Making strategic discussions the primary focus of executive committees, constituency meetings, and board meetings.
4. Shifting resources, financial and otherwise, toward these strategies.
5. Counting down the number of strongholds that are yet to be conquered for Christ and celebrating them as significant steps toward completing the mission.
All this has not been lost on Seventh-day Adventist Church leaders.
Positive steps in this direction can be seen in the I Will Go strategic plan,
Global Mission’s Mission Priority System, and changes that are being
made to policies governing when and where international missionaries
are sent.

Prioritizing Mission
An important part of systematizing mission must include prioritizing
mission—not prioritizing mission in a generic and general way, but actually ranking specific strategic goals for reaching specific groups of people.
For example, say that a church leader identifies people groups X, Y, and
Z as three groups that live in a given territory. Group X has no Adventist
members among them or even nearby, also no Adventist institutions are
operating nearby, and no Adventist materials are available in their language. Group Y has four weak Adventist members and has a moderately
successful dental clinic serving the group and has the Bible in its own
language. Group Z has significant Adventist activity, evangelism is going well, churches dot the landscape, but there are still a large number of
people who have not been baptized.
The institutional model of mission will prioritize Group Z. The organization would focus its efforts, its celebrations, its resources, and its media
coverage on the “wonderful,” “exciting,” “miraculous” numbers coming
out of Group Z.
The mission priority model, on the other hand, will prioritize Group
Y. Leaders might mention in passing the good work happening among
Group Z, but it is made clear that since work is going well, it is the
responsibility of Group Z to continue that work among its own people.
That group will receive fewer resources because most resources will be
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reallocated to the front lines of the effort for Group Y. Committee members
would see maps, demographics, and strategic ideas for a high-stakes push
into Group Y. Internal media would share the same message, generating
enthusiasm, support, and prayer for the effort to reach this difficult and
unreached group. Church member focus would be directed less to past
successes and more to future challenges, risks, and needs.
Meanwhile, church leaders will be studying Group X, trying to figure
out how to establish work in that group somehow in the near future.

Conclusion
Through no fault of any specific person or group of people, the Seventh-day Adventist Church is being unavoidably pulled toward institutionalization, and it always will be. While this gravitational pull toward
institutionalization cannot be avoided, it can be and is being resisted.
However, the larger an organization grows, the stronger becomes the pull
and the more difficult it becomes to resist. Therefore, Seventh-day Adventist leaders must routinely make conscious shifts away from institutional
thinking and toward strategic missional thinking. They must consciously
exchange to-do lists for maps and people group lists. When they go to
bed, the last thing on their minds should not be finances, maintenance, or
even theological questions, but rather about how to overcome the current
obstacles blocking movement into the next strategic people group. After
all, finances, crises, and even theological questions will fall into line when
mission is the vanguard of the organization.
Most of all, leaders at every level of the organization must recognize
that God’s mission is not primarily to build and grow the church. Rather,
God’s primary mission is to reach the unreached with the gospel (Matt
24:14). Of course, accomplishing God’s mission results in church growth
(Acts 2:41), which makes differentiating between the two concepts seem
unnecessary. But differentiation is necessary because church growth can
still happen even while large unreached groups are, for a variety of reasons, being missed. And so long as certain groups continue to be missed,
God’s mission will not be completed.
Therefore, from an organizational perspective, the best metrics of missional direction are not numbers that count up, like numbers of churches,
schools, hospitals, or even baptisms and members. Those numbers have
their place, but not necessarily as indicators that the church is making
progress toward God’s end-goal of taking the gospel to the uttermost
ends of the earth. Instead, the best metric that reveals whether the church
is making progress toward God’s end-goal is the countdown of people
groups who remain entirely unreached by the gospel.
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This does not mean that work should stop among reached people
groups in order to concentrate exclusively on unreached groups. It only
means that the metrics the organizational church uses to gauge mission
success must focus less on impressive growth statistics from reached
groups and focus more on reducing the number of groups who remain
entirely unreached. As that number counts down, the end of time counts
down with it.
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